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			Money never sleeps. Follow the money.

				—PROFESSOR MAURICE CUNNINGHAM, University of Massachusetts

				I believe in standardizing automobiles. I do not believe in standardizing human beings. Standardization is a great peril which threatens American culture.

				—ALBERT EINSTEIN

				Everybody can be great, because everybody can serve. You don’t have to have a college degree to serve. You don’t have to make your subject and your verb agree to serve. You don’t have to know about Plato and Aristotle to serve. You don’t have to know Einstein’s theory of relativity to serve. You don’t have to know the second theory of thermodynamics in physics to serve. You only need a heart full of grace, a soul generated by love.

				—DR. MARTIN LUTHER KING JR., “The Drum Major Instinct,” delivered at the Ebenezer Baptist Church, Atlanta, Georgia, February 4, 1968

				A parody of the Reagan administration’s famous 1983 report A Nation at Risk: “If a foreign country had inflicted upon our public education system what Ed Reform plutocrats and their toadying political sycophants have imposed upon it, we would have considered it an act of war.”

				—ANONYMOUS
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			CHAPTER 1

			 

			Disruption Is Not Reform!

			I started to write this book in the spring of 2018 at an unusual moment in our nation’s history. In state after state, tens of thousands of teachers walked out of their schools and marched to their state capitols to protest low pay, poor working conditions, and the persistent underfunding of public education. The walkouts and strikes continued into 2019, spreading from district to district and state to state. Teachers were marching not just for themselves but for the students they taught, who were in overcrowded classes, using obsolete textbooks, in long-neglected buildings. In the Republican-dominated states where the walkouts began, education spending had been sharply reduced in the previous decade. Faced with thousands of irate teachers and closed schools, legislators made concessions to placate the striking teachers, even in states where unions were weak and strikes were forbidden.

			Most commentators were shocked by teacher militancy. They never imagined that teachers would rise up spontaneously, but they did. Across the nation, teachers were demoralized by stagnant wages, budget cuts, soaring health care costs, crowded classrooms, punitive evaluation systems, attacks on teachers’ job security and pensions, and public funding of privately managed schools, which reduced the funding of public schools. Many teachers decided they could no longer remain in their chosen profession because a draconian standards-and-testing regime mandated by federal law stole weeks, sometimes months, from classroom instruction, distorted the goals of education, and made it impossible for them to teach with autonomy, passion, and creativity.

			
			Persistent insults and legislative attacks on the teaching profession and public schools caused many experienced teachers to abandon their classrooms long before they were due to retire, creating teacher shortages and causing a sharp drop in the number of applicants to teacher preparation institutions. At a time when fake “Reformers” were casting teachers as villains, the number of people entering the profession went into free fall. How can a nation educate its young without well-qualified, experienced teachers?

			The teacher walkouts were a nail in the coffin of what has falsely been called “education reform” for at least two decades. By the bold act of walking out in mass numbers and marching to their state capitols, even where doing so was forbidden by law, teachers were educating the public about the mean-spiritedness, ignorance, and shortsightedness behind the facade of “education reform.” Teachers were working second and third jobs to make ends meet. Some teachers were paid so little that they were eligible for government food stamps. Even with their low wages, teachers laid out or raised hundreds of dollars each year to buy essential school supplies for their students. These conditions, graphically illustrated in newspapers, magazines, and on websites, educated the public about the causes of widespread teacher shortages and the dramatic underfunding of public schools.

			This was the wreckage that the so-called “reform” movement had created by demonizing teachers as if they were adversaries of their students and treating them as malingerers who required constant evaluation lest they fail to do their duty. This was the damage inflicted on public schools, their students and teachers, by heedless billionaires who had decided to disrupt, reinvent, and redesign the nation’s public schools. This was the work of some of the richest people in the nation: the Walton family, Bill Gates, Betsy DeVos, the Koch brothers, Michael Bloomberg, Laurene Powell Jobs, Reed Hastings, Eli Broad, and a bevy of other billionaires, most of whom had made their fortunes on Wall Street, in Silicon Valley, or in the tech industry.

			For nearly two decades, the “reformers” had promised a dramatic transformation in American education, based on their strategy of high-stakes testing, teacher evaluation by test scores, charter schools, and closing low-scoring public schools. They confidently claimed that they knew the answers to all the vexing problems in education. They asserted that they were leading the civil rights movement of our time, funded by billionaires, Wall Street titans, and the federal government, as if the elites would be leading a civil rights movement against the powerful (themselves!). They insisted that when their remedies were imposed, America’s test scores would soar to the top of international rankings. No longer would poor children be “trapped in failing schools.” No more would children’s success be determined by their ZIP code or social status. They all sang from a common hymnal about the failures of public education and proclaimed their certainty that they knew how to turn failure into high test scores for all.

			
			But despite the investment of billions of federal, state, local, and philanthropic dollars, these malign efforts came up empty. The leaders of this charade had confidently predicted that success was just beyond the horizon. But as so often happens with mirages, the horizon kept receding farther away. None of their promises and claims came true. Judged by their own chosen metrics—standardized test scores—the fake “reformers” failed.

			In this book, I will not call these activities and their leaders by the honorable word reform, which they have brazenly appropriated. The individuals and groups who promote test-based accountability, school closings, and school choice as remedies for low test scores are not reformers. What to call them? Others call them “deformers” or the “financial privatization cabal” or the “Destroy Public Education Movement” or “privateers.” Such groups and individuals often say their goal is to “disrupt” public education, and I think in this instance they have accurately named themselves. They are Disrupters. They are masters of chaos, which they inflict on other people’s children, without a twinge of remorse. They are most certainly not reformers, the title they have deceptively claimed. The old and true sense of the word “reform” has positive connotations; most people hear the word and think of “improvement,” “progress,” and “uplift.” This does not describe the current disruption movement, which is in fact a calculated, insidious, and munificently funded campaign to privatize America’s public schools, to break teachers’ unions, to tear apart communities, and to attack teacher professionalism. The rhetoric used by this campaign is so similar from place to place that I assume it was concocted by marketing and branding professionals to deceive the public. I will not allow the term “reform” to be hijacked by those who have a hidden agenda.

			
			Disrupters are proponents of privatization. They distrust the public sector. They don’t like local control. They like to close public schools. They belittle teachers. They use their vast resources to transfer public assets to the private sector and to demean those who teach our children despite their low wages and poor working conditions.

			Disrupters say that schools should be run like businesses. They think that students, teachers, principals, and schools need to be externally motivated by carrots and sticks, by bonuses and penalties, tied to standardized test scores. They believe that because businesses succeed by having private ownership, profit and loss statements, and data-driven decision making, so should schools. They believe that standardized testing is an essential tool for making objective decisions about which teachers are effective or ineffective and which schools should be rewarded or closed.

			The Disrupters view education as an entrepreneurial activity that should be “scalable” and should produce “return on investment.” They encourage new businesses to enter the education marketplace. The schools, once seen solely as institutions of teaching and learning, have been reimagined by corporations and entrepreneurs as places of commerce and profit. There is money to be made in selling tests, hardware, software, professional development, new curricula, new ways to analyze and utilize data, and consulting services for all of the above. There is money to be made by opening charter chains, buying real estate under one name and leasing it back to the new charter under another name, establishing related corporations to supply goods and services to one’s own charter schools, using the charter school’s credit card to fly first-class, eat in pricey restaurants, and buy luxury cars and clothing. Frequent conferences are convened to explore how equity investors can make a profit in the education industry. Many people have figured out how to make money from public education dollars, but these people are not teachers. Teachers meet their classes several times a day, do their jobs for an average wage of $60,000, far below the salaries of their peers with the same credentials in other professions in the same states. They are definitely not in education for the money.

			
			In the new era of Disruption, it seems quaint, antique actually, to speak of “love of learning” as a goal of education, to speak of education as personal development and preparation for citizenship in a democratic society. Where is the profit in such fuzzy goals? How could those be measured?

			The disruption and privatization movement was codified into law by George W. Bush’s No Child Left Behind Act (passed by Congress in 2001 and signed by the president in 2002) and extended its control of state and local policy by Barack Obama’s Race to the Top program (2009). The marketing of Disruption reached a large national audience in 2010 with the release of the documentary Waiting for “Superman,” which falsely asserted that America’s public schools had failed, extolled the virtues of privately managed charter schools, and ridiculed public schools and their teachers.

			I wrote two books about the emergence of this new movement. The first appeared in 2010 and was called The Death and Life of the Great American School System: How Testing and Choice Are Undermining Education. Having worked as assistant secretary of education for the Office of Educational Research and Improvement in the administration of President George H. W. Bush and for many years in some of the nation’s leading conservative think tanks, I had hoped that privatization and testing would produce sweeping improvement, especially for the neediest students. It didn’t. I couldn’t pretend otherwise. I came to realize that the privatization movement was a continuation of a decades-long campaign by right-wingers who hated public schools, which they derisively called “government schools.” I renounced my own past views and determined to expose the well-funded smear campaign against American public schools and their teachers.

			In 2013, watching the privatization movement grow to become the status quo, embedded in federal and state policy and supported by billionaires and major foundations, I published Reign of Error: The Hoax of the Privatization Movement and the Danger to America’s Public Schools, which contained not only an indictment of privatization and teacher-bashing, but also a detailed list of research-based actions that would improve schools and help poor and needy students, their families, and their communities.

			
			What I had come to understand was that the root cause of poor performance in school is not “bad schools” or “bad teachers” but poverty. Closing schools and firing their teachers and principals does not help students. If anything, it introduces damaging instability into their lives. The privatizers hail disruption and call it “creative,” but it is neither creative nor beneficial.

			The Corporate Disrupters are indifferent to poverty and racial segregation. They refuse to acknowledge the impact of poverty on students’ lives. They insist that poverty can be cured by “great teachers” or “great schools.” It is true that teachers can change children’s lives; time and again, remarkable and dedicated teachers have enabled students to emerge from difficult circumstances because of their influence. But uplifting individual stories are not proof of a large-scale remedy. There is neither research nor evidence to support the Disrupters’ belief that intergenerational, systemic poverty can be eliminated by teachers and schools. Lasting social change requires a new direction in public policy, one that directly reduces economic inequality and poverty.

			Disrupters wreak havoc on urban school districts, where test scores are lowest and where poverty and racial segregation are concentrated. In some cities, such as New Orleans, Indianapolis, Philadelphia, and Washington, D.C., the very existence of public education has been put at risk by the growth of charter schools. Others, like Oakland, teeter on the brink of insolvency due to the diversion of state funds to charter schools. The privatizers gloss over two fundamental facts: first, every dollar that goes to a charter school is taken away from public schools; second, public schools have fixed costs that cannot be reduced, requiring them to lay off teachers, increase class sizes, and cut programs. Thus, the great majority of students suffer from budget cuts so that a small minority of students can attend charter schools, which may abruptly close due to mismanagement or low enrollment.

			Because the Disruption movement was promoted by the Obama administration, supporters of public education were caught off guard. If Democrats, the traditional defenders of public education, gave their approval to the strategies of the Disruption movement, how bad could it be? President Obama’s secretary of education Arne Duncan frequently pointed to successful charter schools, but never acknowledged such factors as attrition rates, exclusion of students with disabilities or English learners, or the large number of charter schools that failed or that closed after a year or two.

			
			The remedies imposed by the Obama administration were no different from those of the George W. Bush administration. Actually, they were worse. None had any evidence to support them. None achieved the promised outcomes. When the Obama administration was followed by the Trump administration, the failed Bush-Obama policies remained in place. The Disruption agenda remained the same whether the secretary of education was Rod Paige, Margaret Spellings, Arne Duncan, John King, or Betsy DeVos.

			After two decades of the same failed federal policies, it became clear that the Disruption movement was running out of steam. Even the Disrupters felt the slow but steady shift of the pendulum away from the stale and unpopular policies of the Bush and Obama administrations. Since test scores were stagnant, some moved the goalposts and said that test scores didn’t really matter after all; instead, graduation rates mattered, or parental satisfaction mattered, or choice was an end in itself and nothing else mattered. Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos claimed that as long as parents were choosing their children’s schools, the outcomes were unimportant. The sense of an era coming to an end was palpable.

			The Disruption movement is dying. It is not yet dead, but it is nonetheless on its last legs, stumbling and defensive. Its strategies of high-stakes testing, standardization, and privatization have not succeeded. Yet its adherents press on because the money keeps flowing in from billionaires and the federal government. The Disruption combine is like a giant creature whose heart and brain have died, but whose tentacles keep reaching out and strangling whatever it can get hold of.

			As I was writing this book, I read about a man who decapitated a rattlesnake in his backyard; he waited ten minutes, then picked up the detached head, and it bit him, nearly killing him. The snake was dead, but it still had poisonous venom and still was capable of grievous harm. That is like the Disrupters today. Not one of their efforts has succeeded, as I will show in this book. Based on glorious promises, Disruption has managed to undercut and damage public education in many urban districts by replacing public schools with ones that are privately managed. But taking control is not the same as being successful. Disruption has failed to achieve any of its goals. It is kept alive by its vast resources and by its lock on federal policy: every child must be tested every year, and test results are used to hold teachers, administrators, and schools accountable. States must intervene in the lowest-performing schools, either closing or privatizing them. Closing schools does not make them better nor does it help the students who are sent to distant schools.

			
			Disruption in education gives off the same aura as did the Soviet Union in the late 1980s. The faithful had fallen away. No one believed in the promises anymore. People walked in lockstep, doing the same things they did last year, not because they had faith, but because doing so was habitual or because they were paid to do their job, to go through the motions.

			The creature continues to live, not only because it has become the status quo, but also because its backers are very, very rich. It has the support of billionaires who don’t mind wasting a few million dollars here or there, buying a local or state election for like-minded Disrupters and funding new organizations to give the illusion of mass action when there is none. As masters of the universe, they never admit failure.

			In this book, I will document the failures of Corporate Disruption.

			And I will tell stories of the heroic teachers, students, parents, and activists who stood up to unaccountable power and bravely fought for the common good.

			There is a long way to go before the last of the dread tentacles of the Disruption beast stops grabbing public schools, but the end is in sight. The Disrupters—from George W. Bush to Donald J. Trump—have had two decades to prove their ideas, and they have failed. They can keep on going for a while, but their time is running out. Meanwhile, communities and their schools are under assault, and millions of students have been cheated of the joy of learning, and millions of teachers have been stripped of their autonomy and creativity, forced to kneel before the false gods of standardized testing.

			A democratic society needs a strong public sector and a strong private sector. The public sector exists to serve the needs of the commonweal. It belongs to all of us. The public sector includes not only public schools, but police, firefighters, hospitals, libraries, highways, beaches, parks, transit, and oversight of the air and water. Depending on the state and community, the public sector may address more or fewer of those needs. When people are not satisfied with the police, we do not use public funds to hire private security guards for them. When people do not like their community pool, we do not give them public funds to build their own private pool. When people do not like the local public school, they may transfer to another public school, or they may decide to send their child to a private or religious school, which is their right, but not the responsibility of the public. I admire Catholic schools, which have a long history of providing good education to poor and middle-income students, but I do not believe it is in their interest or the public interest for such schools to be funded by the government. They should be funded by their alumni and by wealthy philanthropists who appreciate their mission.

			
			The public schools belong to the public, and they should be properly supported by the public because they are our investment in the future of our democracy. They must provide an appropriate, well-resourced education for all children who enroll. All children have the right to be educated at public expense in public schools.

			Corporate Disruption has failed. It has diminished the status of the teaching profession. It has created national teacher shortages. It has discouraged creative and thoughtful teaching. It has undermined the transmission of knowledge and skill in history, science, literature, foreign languages, and the arts. It has reduced time for physical education, recess, and play and given it to testing and test preparation. It has demoralized students and teachers alike. It has crushed the spirit of learning. It has failed to produce the miracles and benefits that it promised.

			But perhaps worst among the Disrupters’ sins is that they have changed the subject, drawing attention away from root causes and substituting fake solutions. The festering sores in our society are firmly rooted in poverty and inequality, coupled with racial segregation. About 19 percent of our nation’s children live in poverty and another 22 percent are “near poor,” according to the National Center for Children in Poverty. This is a proportion higher than in any other modern industrialized society. Disrupters avoid talking about poverty, inequality, and racial segregation. To do so would certainly mean raising the taxes of the wealthiest to pay the cost of healing our social order. The Disrupters have persuaded the American political establishment that high-stakes testing and school choice would lead to the just and good society we all theoretically hope to see. The Disrupters distracted our attention, trying to convince us that charters and vouchers are the path to equality and justice. They are not. Even if they produce higher test scores (and they usually don’t), charters and vouchers are fake substitutes for policies that increase equality and provide a decent standard of living for all Americans.

			
			Can schools alone change the social order? It is naive to expect them to solve structural problems that require sustained and large-scale government action. The privatization movement distracts the public from problems that require a concerted effort by all of us to solve. It is an effort to change us from citizens to consumers, interested only in our own well-being, not in the common good.

			The purpose of public schools is to encourage students to think and act as citizens of a democratic society, prepared to do their part in making it better for everyone. Public schools belong to the public, not to entrepreneurs or corporate chains. They belong to all of us. We dare not lose them.

			Ordinary heroes among us have stood up to the Corporate Disrupters. Time and again, the Resistance has won. They spoke out, they stood up, they organized, they voted. I will celebrate their accomplishments in this book.

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 2

			 

			The Odious Status Quo

			Today, no one is satisfied with the status quo. The Corporate Disrupters want to blow up the public schools and start from scratch. Bill Gates says that they are obsolete; Laurene Powell Jobs, Mark Zuckerberg, and Charles Koch want to reinvent them, as do other billionaires, despite their lack of experience in the field of education. Back in the mid-nineteenth century, Ralph Waldo Emerson said that every reformer had a plan in his vest pocket to reinvent society. Fortunately, none of the reformers of Emerson’s day were so rich and powerful that they could impose their untested ideas on unwilling people; they had to go through the democratic process to persuade people to adopt their reforms. Today, it seems that every billionaire has a plan in his or her vest pocket to reinvent or reimagine the public schools.

			In his book Winners Take All: The Elite Charade of Changing the World, Anand Giridharadas warned that billionaires use their philanthropy to control other people under the guise of helping. Their “gifts” appear well-meaning but are Trojan horses, meant to protect the status quo. So it is with the Disrupters. Their efforts to capture public schools, which belong to the public, undermine democracy. The billionaires don’t like public schools; they don’t like unions; they don’t like elected school boards. They don’t like grassroots democracy, so they spend millions of dollars to win control of state and local school boards.

			The people who try to protect the public schools from the Disrupters don’t like the status quo. They are tired of the time and money spent on standardized testing; tired of the annual rankings of students, teachers, and schools based on standardized test scores; and tired of the endless bashing of teachers and public schools. They are tired of seeing their public schools lose good students and precious resources to charter schools that compete with the local public schools. They are tired of seeing their public schools replaced by corporate chains. They are tired of the sales pitches for the latest technological fads; they are tired of seeing their children, too young to read, put in front of computer screens; and they are tired of their children’s data being mined by mega-corporations for sale to other mega-corporations.

			
			No one likes the status quo. Disrupters claim to oppose the status quo, but they are the status quo. After all, they control the levers of power in federal and state governments. They write the laws and mandates. They control policy. They define the status quo. They own it.

			The purpose of public education, from its inception, was threefold: first, to teach the basics of learning—reading, writing, and mathematics; second, to teach the elements of citizenship in a democracy, to prepare the younger generation to vote, serve on juries, and participate in the lives of their communities; and third, to enable them to make wise choices after they finish their schooling so that they can take care of themselves and their families and improve our society. What matters most in pursuing these goals is the cultivation of character, that is, the development of such attributes as integrity, honesty, civility, industriousness, responsibility, and ethics. Character matters more than test scores.

			For many generations, Americans were proud of their public schools. They knew they were not perfect, but they took pride in the fact that every child had the right to go to a free public school. They believed in this ideal long before it was realized. Controversies were never far removed from the schoolhouse door. The schools were in many ways a reflection of American society. Society was racist, and the schools were racially segregated. It required a historic decision by the United States Supreme Court in 1954 to declare that states could not use the force of law to segregate students by race. To be sure, ending de jure (legally recognized and enforced) segregation did not end de facto segregation: the problems of racism, racial isolation, and segregation persist in the schools and the larger society to this day. Schools have been tasked by law with the education of children whose native language is not English, and they have been similarly required to educate students with disabilities. When Disrupters speak nostalgically of the “good old days,” they harken back to schools that were not racially integrated and did not enroll non-English-speaking students or students with disabilities.

			
			There was never a time in the past when the public schools were all excellent. That is a fantasy. There were always great teachers, good teachers, and bad teachers. There were always excellent students, average students, and problem students who came to school reluctantly. Useful correctives to fantasy thinking are the film The Blackboard Jungle (1955) and Bel Kaufman’s Up the Down Staircase (1964), both of which depict dysfunctional urban public schools in that era. It was far from idyllic. There were well-resourced schools in affluent communities, and poorly resourced schools in poor communities. We can’t say whether students in those days knew more or less than students do today. We have no common yardstick by which to compare. From my knowledge as a historian of education, from my experience as a high school student in the 1950s, as well as my experience as a member of the governing board of the federal testing agency, the National Assessment of Educational Progress, I believe that students today certainly know far more mathematics and science than students in the 1940s and 1950s did. Students today are less likely to have read great literature than their grandparents were, because English teachers in the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s were expected to teach classic literature and were not forced to rely on homogenized textbooks that contain snippets of literature to prepare students for standardized tests.

			So much for the fantasy of the days when education was allegedly at its apex.

			Fast-forward to the early 1980s.

			Ronald Reagan was elected president in 1980. He appointed Terrel Bell, a career educator from Utah, as his secretary of education. Bell had served previously as U.S. commissioner of education under Presidents Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford. Reagan had three goals in education: he wanted to abolish the U.S. Department of Education (created by his predecessor President Jimmy Carter), he wanted to restore school prayer (once common in the public schools but prohibited by the Supreme Court in 1962), and he wanted to introduce school vouchers to allow students to attend religious and private schools at public expense. Reagan was advised by his friend Milton Friedman, a libertarian economist who did not believe in public schools and advocated vouchers. Commissioner Bell did not share President Reagan’s passion for vouchers and school prayer or his disdain for public schools.

			
			In 1981, hoping to save the new U.S. Department of Education, Secretary Bell established a National Commission on Excellence in Education. In 1983, the commission released its report, called A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform. As Bell had hoped, the report did not recommend school prayer or vouchers. However, its central theme—blaming the public schools for the nation’s economic woes—was no less destructive to public education. The report’s bombastic rhetoric asserted that the public schools were failing and were mired in “a rising tide of mediocrity.”

			It warned:

			
				If an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on America the mediocre educational performance that exists today, we might well have viewed it as an act of war. As it stands, we have allowed this to happen to ourselves….We have, in effect, been committing an act of unthinking, unilateral educational disarmament.

			

			The report sparked a sense of national alarm. It blamed the public schools for the nation’s economic woes, including the loss of American industries to Japan, Germany, and South Korea. It mentioned standards only as a general principle, ignored vouchers and school choice, and only briefly mentioned standardized testing (it recommended that such tests should be administered “at major transition points from one level of schooling to another and particularly from high school to college or work”). It did not recommend testing every student every year, which is now the federally mandated policy.

			In 2018, on the thirty-fifth anniversary of A Nation at Risk, NPR reporter Anya Kamenetz interviewed surviving members of the commission. They candidly admitted that the conclusions of the report were predetermined and that the data cited were “cherry-picked” to make American public schools look as bad as possible. That is what the Reagan administration wanted. The public schools did not cause the recession of the early 1980s. While Detroit continued to manufacture gas-guzzling automobiles, the Japanese built fuel-efficient cars that the public wanted at a time of rising fuel prices. The economy was in the doldrums, and it was easy to blame the schools for the outsourcing of industries to other nations even though doing so was nonsensical. When the economy improved, no one thanked the schools or apologized for slandering them.

			
			The report turned education into a national political football, with governors and even presidents feeling obliged to take charge and find solutions to problems they did not understand. Southern governors called for common tests by which to gauge where their states stood when compared with one another. President George H. W. Bush convened a summit of the nation’s governors in 1989, which set six ambitious “national goals” for the year 2000 (Arkansas governor Bill Clinton was personally involved in drafting the national goals).

			Contrary voices were ignored. The U.S. Department of Energy commissioned a study of the current status of American education by the Sandia National Laboratories in 1990, which criticized the alarmism of A Nation at Risk. The engineers at Sandia studied test scores, graduation rates, and other indicators. They concluded that achievement was holding steady or improving, and that the biggest challenge the nation faced was to upgrade the education of poor and minority youth in urban districts.

			At the time, I was assistant secretary of education for education research and improvement, and in 1992, I attended the Energy Department’s briefing about the Sandia report. I accompanied David Kearns, former CEO of Xerox, who was deputy secretary of education, to the meeting. He was outraged by the Sandia report, which contradicted the view of the U.S. Department of Education that American public schools were failing and needed radical change. The Energy Department never published the report, but it was immediately leaked to hundreds of influential researchers, who wrote about its findings. In retrospect, the Sandia report got it right. The late Gerald Bracey, a prolific and outspoken education researcher, was also highly critical of the conventional wisdom, which I was then defending. I hereby personally apologize to him. He was right. The “crisis in education” was a politically inspired hoax, or as the eminent researchers David Berliner and Bruce Biddle later called it, a “Manufactured Crisis.”

			
			Nonetheless, it was a hoax that appealed to politicians, because it gave them a defenseless scapegoat and enabled them to replace educators in the driver’s seat. Both political parties endorsed the crisis narrative and claimed to have solutions, all of which involved standards, testing, and accountability. Both Republicans and Democrats agreed that it was time to get tough on the kids. It was time to get tough on the teachers. It was time to hold them accountable to meet high standards or face stern consequences.

			Since the federal government, by law and tradition, exercised very little control over education, it was not clear how any of this might happen. But step by step, those at the top pushed for leverage.

			In 1991, the George H. W. Bush administration launched a program called America 2000, which urged voluntary compliance with the ambitious national goals agreed upon at President Bush’s Charlottesville summit in 1989. Some of the goals were wildly unlikely (e.g., “American students will be first in the world in science and math by the year 2000”). But others made sense (“All children will start school ready to learn by the year 2000”), which encouraged programs for maternal health, child nutrition and health, and early childhood education, though such necessary programs were out of reach due to lack of funding.

			The Clinton administration, elected in 1992, agreed with President George H. W. Bush’s standards-testing-and-accountability regime and presented its own program, called Goals 2000. It was enacted into law and—mindful that federal law prohibits any federal agency from attempting to direct or control the curriculum or instruction of any school—it offered money to every state to write its own standards and choose its own tests. Predictably, the quality and rigor of state standards and tests varied.

			The template for Disruption was created by Florida’s Governor Jeb Bush. After his election in 1998, he put forward his A+ Plan, which combined choice, competition, high-stakes testing, grading schools (A–F), and accountability as its formula for “excellence” in education. Governor Bush substituted choice and testing for equitable and adequate funding. Two decades after the A+ Plan was launched, his amply funded publicity machine crowed about a “Florida miracle,” but the only miracle was that anyone believed it. Florida’s schools continued to have ill-maintained and overcrowded buildings, high teacher attrition, low teachers’ salaries, and numerous unfilled positions. The state’s public schools lose billions of dollars each year to privately managed charter schools and vouchers for religious schools. The state holds back third grade students who have low test scores, which predictably inflates the state’s fourth grade performance on national tests; but the state’s eighth grade students rank no better than average on the National Assessment of Educational Progress. No miracle, just hype and propaganda, but other states with Republican leaders eagerly adopted the tenets of the “Florida Model.”

			
			When George W. Bush was narrowly elected in 2000 as a self-described “compassionate conservative,” his first priority was to revise the federal education law. He offered a twenty-seven-page document called “No Child Left Behind,” the centerpiece of which was the idea that every student in grades 3–8 should take annual tests in reading and mathematics. Their scores, he asserted, would show whether they were making progress and whether their schools were doing a good job. This simple formula, Bush insisted, had wrought a miracle in Texas. He claimed during the campaign that annual testing had led to higher test scores, higher graduation rates, and the closing of gaps between white and nonwhite students. During the campaign, several scholars said there had been no Texas miracle, but no one listened to them. In the fall of 2001, Congress enacted Bush’s No Child Left Behind (NCLB) proposal, which had turned into a one-thousand-page law; it was passed by large majorities of both houses of Congress and cosponsored by leading Democrats, including Senator Ted Kennedy of Massachusetts and Congressman George Miller of California. President Bush signed it into law on January 8, 2002. The law was due to be reauthorized in 2007, but Congress could not agree on what to change. It remained on the books until December 2015, long past its expiration date, even though none of its promises and goals was met.

			No Child Left Behind allowed states to choose their own standards. It required every state to set achievement levels on its tests of basic, proficient, and advanced. It mandated that 100 percent of students must become proficient by the year 2014, a dozen years after enactment of the law. This was a patently absurd goal, but its sponsors didn’t care. At the time, I attended an event in Washington, D.C., at the Willard Hotel, sponsored by the conservative Hoover Institution, where my former boss in the George H. W. Bush administration, Senator Lamar Alexander of Tennessee, was on a panel discussing the new law. I stood up in the audience and asked whether he truly expected that “every student” would be proficient by 2014. He responded, “No, Diane, we don’t expect that, but it’s good to have goals.” Little did he know that many schools would be closed and many teachers and principals would be fired because they could not accomplish what was patently impossible.
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					George W. Bush, forty-third president of the United States. His No Child Left Behind program vastly expanded the federal role in education and created a regime of testing and accountability that led to the closure of many public schools, whose chief fault was that they enrolled high numbers of impoverished students.

				
			
			The law required states to make “adequate yearly progress” toward meeting that impossible goal of 100 percent proficiency. States were required to disaggregate test scores by race, ethnicity, gender, disability status, poverty status, and so on and to report them to the public. Disaggregation, it was assumed, would increase the pressure on educators to produce good results for low-performing groups.

			
			The theory of action behind NCLB was that schools and districts that didn’t get the expected results should be punished. Fear of punishment, fear of failure, and fear of losing one’s job and career were supposed to cause the staff to try harder and the schools to get better.

			The law included what were called “cascading remedies.” In the first year that a school did not meet its goals, its students would be offered the option to transfer to another public school. If a school continued to miss its goal of steadily increasing test scores, students would be entitled to tutoring. If the school still fell short, it was subject to “corrective action,” which included new curricula, a longer school day or school year, replacing staff or management, or other steps meant to shake up the school. After the fifth year of failing to meet its goals, the federal axe would fall on the school. It might be closed and reopened as a charter school. Its staff might be fired and replaced. The state might hire an “educational management organization” to take charge of the school. The state itself might take over the school.

			None of these “remedies” had any prior evidence of success.

			If lawmakers and policymakers had stuck to the NCLB timetable of 100 percent proficiency by 2014, nearly every public school in the nation would have been declared a failure and subject to privatization or closure. No national legislature in the world had ever passed such an insanely punitive law directed at their nation’s schools.

			No Child Left Behind was a massive federal intrusion into state and local control of education. For the first time in the history of the nation, the federal government shifted from supporting states and localities to telling them what to do and how to do it. The law did this in the complete absence of any evidence that its policies and mandates were likely to be successful.

			NCLB locked the nation’s public schools into an ironclad regime of annual testing of every student in two basic subjects from grades 3–8. It also locked policymakers at the federal and state levels into a mind-set that they could not escape. When they thought about schools, they could only think about accountability, test scores, and the incentives and punishments that they hoped would produce results.

			As NCLB became the status quo, student test scores were all that mattered. They became both the measure and the goal of education. Schools cut back on civics, history, the arts, and physical education, even recess, to make more time for testing and test preparation. Districts purchased interim assessments to prepare for the consequential annual tests. Testing and test preparation extended down to kindergarten and first grade, even to preschool, since every year was preparation for the rigors of the following year.

			
			The only national measure of student achievement was the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), a testing program launched in the late 1960s and administered by the federal government. NCLB authorized NAEP to test reading and mathematics every two years, as an audit of state reports on their progress. NAEP showed that the greatest improvements in student test scores occurred before the enactment of NCLB. There were additional gains from 2003 to 2007, as testing and test preparation took up more of the school year. But after 2007, the gains slowed to a halt, and achievement gaps remained stubbornly large. By the measure that Corporate Disrupters love best—standardized test scores—NCLB failed.

			When Barack Obama came into office in 2009, his secretary of education, Arne Duncan, made clear that he considered American public education to be a disaster. He repeatedly claimed that teachers and administrators were “lying” to students about their progress in school. His program—Obama’s program—was called Race to the Top. It was layered on top of NCLB, and its overriding goal was the same: raising test scores. Duncan asserted that more testing and more accountability would surely propel the nation to the “top” of international test score rankings. Like NCLB, Race to the Top failed.

			In 2009, the nation was in the depths of a dire economic crisis. Congress expended many billions of dollars to promote an economic recovery. Congress gave the U.S. Department of Education $100 billion to help the schools survive the economic recession. Of that sum, $95 billion was sent to schools to pay staff and keep their doors open. The remaining $5 billion was given to Secretary Duncan to use as he wished to promote education reform. Never in history had the U.S. Department of Education had $5 billion in discretionary funds, unencumbered by congressional mandates. Duncan was not an educator, although he had served as superintendent of the low-performing Chicago Public Schools, where he initiated a program in 2004 called Renaissance 2010, in which he closed schools with low test scores and opened new schools, including charter schools. Duncan learned in Chicago to ignore parent and student protests when neighborhood schools were closed and to charge ahead, dispersing the students and enabling private charter organizations to open new schools.

			
			Secretary Duncan and his colleagues at the U.S. Department of Education (many of them drawn from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and the Eli and Edythe Broad Foundation) devised a competition for the states called Race to the Top, which offered a prize of billions of dollars in a time of fiscal austerity. To be eligible to compete, the states had to change their laws and agree to certain conditions. Almost every state agreed to do what Duncan wanted in hopes of winning part of the Race to the Top prize money, but only eighteen states actually got a share of the bonanza. It was a brilliant plan that accelerated widespread adoption of Duncan’s ideas about standards, testing, accountability, and choice, but it ultimately failed because its remedies were no more effective than those in Bush’s NCLB.

			To be eligible, the states had to agree to increase the number of privately managed charter schools in their state. They had to accept “college-and-career-ready standards,” which everyone understood were the Common Core State Standards, a set of national standards in reading and mathematics that were not yet finished in 2009 when the competition was announced. They had to agree to restructure or close or privatize the lowest-performing schools in their states. They had to agree to evaluate their teachers based on the test scores of their students. They also had to collect data on every student and build a longitudinal “data warehouse.”

			This was No Child Left Behind on steroids. The central purpose of Race to the Top was to raise test scores, and Duncan believed that these policies would do it. Federal law forbade the U.S. Department of Education from meddling in the curriculum or instruction in schools, yet here was the secretary of education bribing the states to adopt new standards that would invariably change their standards, their curriculum, their assessments, their textbooks, and their ways of evaluating teachers and principals. Without congressional approval, Duncan managed to escalate federal control of the nation’s schools, imposing the same remedies that Republicans had long favored.

			
			The result of Race to the Top: More charter schools. More high-stakes testing. Evaluation of teachers and principals by test scores, with their jobs on the line every year. Almost every state adopted the new and untested Common Core State Standards. Only two signatures were required: those of the governor and the state superintendent. Most agreed to adopt the Common Core without ever reading them, because they were not yet completed when the two top state officials signed on.

			Like No Child Left Behind, Race to the Top assumed that the nation’s public schools were in crisis and that only drastic disruption could save them. Constant testing was necessary to identify lagging students and bad teachers. Low-performing schools had to be closed or turned over to privately run charters. Everyone needed to adopt a common set of national standards, which would be tightly aligned with common national tests, teacher education, professional development, and curricular materials.

			To manage the Race to the Top program and ultimately to be his chief of staff, Duncan hired Joanne Weiss, the former chief operating officer of the NewSchools Venture Fund, an organization that funds charter schools and educational technology. In an article for the Harvard Business Review blog, Weiss explained the Race to the Top competition as a spur to developing a new marketplace for educational materials, matching “smart capital” and innovation. She wrote:

			
				The development of common standards and shared assessments radically alters the market for innovation in curriculum development, professional development, and formative assessments. Previously, these markets operated on a state-by-state basis, and often on a district-by-district basis. But the adoption of common standards and shared assessments means that education entrepreneurs will enjoy national markets where the best products can be taken to scale.

			

			Once all the pieces of the educational system were woven into a common framework, once everyone was using common standards and tests, once bad teachers were removed, once bad schools were closed, once there was a national marketplace for entrepreneurs, then the test scores of American students would soar to the top of international assessments, and America would be number one again! Or so Arne Duncan and his allies in the department, the corporate sector, the philanthropic world, the media, and Wall Street believed.

			
			No Child Left Behind and Race to the Top were kissing cousins. There was not a dime’s worth of difference between them, except that Race to the Top was even more punitive than NCLB. The ideas behind the two crystallized into federal policy that became known as the “education reform movement,” but was in fact a movement to disrupt and privatize public education. This movement brought together centrist Democrats and conservative Republicans in common cause, wreaking havoc on American public education, its students, and its teachers.

			By the end of 2015, Congress finally arrived at a compromise to replace the failed NCLB law. Republican senator Lamar Alexander of Tennessee and Democratic senator Patty Murray of Washington State and their staffs drafted the Every Student Succeeds Act. It curtailed the most punitive aspects of NCLB, such as requiring schools to make adequate yearly progress toward an unattainable goal of 100 percent proficiency (a goal that no state reached). But the law continued to require annual testing in grades 3–8 in reading and mathematics, a practice not found in any high-performing nation in the world. Other nations typically test students at the transition points between different levels of schooling, from elementary grades to middle school, from middle school to high school, and/or at the end of high school.

			The new law provided modest relief, but not much. It left in place the heavy hand of the federal government. Did the federal law enacted in 2002 “leave no child behind”? No. The children who were left behind in 2002 were still left behind many years later. Did Race to the Top succeed in raising test scores to “the top”? No, test scores on the NAEP remained flat despite years of punishments and incentives, as did scores on international tests.

			Will “every student succeed” because there is a federal law called the Every Student Succeeds Act? No. To add to the irony, the first secretary of education to judge the wisdom of state plans under the new ESSA act was Betsy DeVos, a noneducator who is actively opposed to the very concept of public schools and has spent many years promoting charter schools, vouchers, for-profit schools, religious schools, and online schools, while funding candidates for political office who share her views.

			
			At the bottom of this avalanche of misguided policies was the purported Texas miracle of the 1990s that helped to elect George W. Bush to the presidency. There was no Texas miracle. On the NAEP for 2017, Texas students performed slightly below the national average.

			And yet, many years later, long after it was obvious that this regime of standards, testing, and accountability had failed, the mythical Texas miracle continued to drive national policy. Every public school in the United States was compelled by federal law to continue following the dictates of a law built on a hoax. No national figure had the wisdom, intellect, or courage to stand up and say, “This must stop.”

			Plenty of parents and teachers did. Even students did.

			How did they figure out what eluded our leaders?

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 3

			 

			What Do the Disrupters Want?

			The Disrupters believe that American public education is broken beyond repair, and they want the public to believe it. They rely on a tactic known in the public relations world as FUD (fear, uncertainty, and doubt). The goal of FUD is to sow doubt about a competitor in order to beat it. Disrupters have skillfully deployed FUD to undermine the public’s long-standing belief that its public schools are valued community institutions. They want to persuade the public to agree with them on the necessity of closing public schools and turning them over to private management. Disrupters do not like neighborhood public schools and welcome the dispersion of students to schools across the district, even across district lines. They see no value in the bonds among schools, families, and communities.

			Before the current era, true reformers wanted to make public schools better. They wanted public schools to have more resources. They wanted better prepared teachers or better curriculum or better teaching materials. They wanted teachers to have higher salaries and smaller classes. They wanted districts to have modern buildings and better playing fields and better physical equipment. They wanted schools to be racially integrated so that all children had the chance to learn alongside others who were different from themselves. They wanted schools to have nurses, health clinics, social workers, psychologists, librarians and libraries, up-to-date technology, and programs for students with disabilities and English language learners. They wanted all children to have equality of educational opportunity. They wanted all children to have good schools with good teachers.

			
			Such were the reformers of old.

			Today’s Disrupters don’t fight for these improvements. They want to reinvent education, reimagine it, replace it with another approach, either through technology or a market-driven choice system in which government supplies the funds and parents send their children wherever they want.

			Not every Disrupter believes exactly the same thing about every point in the canon of Disruption. Some believe that test scores are the goal of education. Any school that produces high test scores, they think, is good enough to be funded by the public. Others, like Betsy DeVos, believe that choice is an end in itself. They don’t care whether students attend religious schools or private schools or public schools or home schools, and they don’t care whether students get higher scores, so long as families make the choice.

			The corporate leaders of this campaign admire disruptive innovation, because high-tech businesses do it, so it must be good. They don’t consider whether disruption is good for children. Disrupters admire the gig economy, like Uber and Airbnb, and think that reinvented schools should operate on demand and eliminate any job security for employees. They love charter schools because charters are start-ups without histories, just like many new businesses in the modern corporate world. The fact that so many charter schools close every year does not concern them, since frequent openings and closings of businesses are a feature of the modern economy. The concept of “creative destruction” is derived from the work of Austrian economist Joseph Schumpeter. Whether or not it is useful in the business world, it is not useful in the lives of children, who need stability, not disruption.

			Corporate Disrupters approve of schools hiring inexperienced teachers with little or no training, such as Teach for America (TFA) recruits, who have only five weeks of preparation, because it cuts costs. Such teachers are paid less than experienced teachers, and few will stay long enough to expect a pension or expensive health benefits. Disrupters want to replace teachers with computers, which cost even less than inexperienced teachers do. Machine teaching is euphemistically called “blended learning” or “personalized learning.” This is a peculiar use of the term “personalized,” because only a human-to-human interaction can be described accurately as “personalized,” while a student’s interaction with a machine is by definition impersonal and should be properly called computer-based instruction or “depersonalized learning.”

			
			Disrupters like to move fast and break things, including school systems, historic schools, communities, and the lives of students, families, and education professionals. They take pride in disrupting established institutions and other people’s lives, though they don’t like people to disrupt their lives or private clubs or the exclusive schools that their children attend. Disrupters don’t care if teachers and principals object to their strategies, because they are sure that professionals are protecting their self-interest while Disrupters claim that they are “putting students first.” Disrupters are unmoved when students and parents plead for the life of a community school slated for closure.

			Corporate Disrupters do not respect the teaching profession. They think that anyone can teach, anyone can run a school, and anyone can be a superintendent. Disrupters want to eliminate any job security for teachers, so teachers will live in fear of termination and thus be easier to control. They believe that schools with low test scores have many “incompetent” teachers—protected by their unions—who are acting against the best interests of their students.

			Disrupters don’t like democratic control of education by elected local school boards (unless they manage to buy control of them). They like mayoral control, where one person is in charge; the mayor can usually be counted on to listen to business leaders, ignore parents, and use his or her power to impose the changes that Disrupters want. They support state takeovers of entire school districts, as happened in New Orleans, Ohio, and Michigan, or state creation of special districts that hand low-performing schools over to charter corporations, as happened in Tennessee. Billionaire Reed Hastings, the founder of Netflix, spent many millions of dollars in California to elect Disrupters to state and local offices; he has said that he looks forward to the day when all schools are controlled by large nonprofit corporations, not by elected school boards.

			The Disrupters oppose teacher tenure and seniority, which they consider to be barriers to removing ineffective teachers. They prefer untenured teachers who are willing to
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